Federal Economic
Development Support for Coal
Communities: A Case Study of
the Athens, Ohio Region
Daniel Raimi, Rebecca Glaser, and Gilbert Michaud

Report 21-02
February 2021
Insert title here on Master A

A

About the Authors
Daniel Raimi is a fellow at Resources for the Future and a lecturer at the Gerald R.
Ford School of Public Policy at the University of Michigan. He works on a range of
energy policy issues with a focus on oil and gas regulation and taxation and climate
change policy. The Fracking Debate, his first book, combines stories from his travels
to dozens of oil- and gas-producing regions with a detailed examination of key policy
issues, and is published by Columbia University Press as part of the Columbia
University Center on Global Energy Policy series. His current research examines the
future of oil and gas development in the United States, with a focus on how
producing communities are managing near-term impacts while planning for the
future.
Rebecca Glaser worked as an intern with the Just Transitions research team at
Resources for the Future in Summer 2020, studying federal economic interventions
in Athens, Ohio, and Colstrip, Montana. The rest of the year, she is a PhD candidate
in materials science and engineering at Georgia Institute of Technology. Broadly, she
studies electrolytes for next-generation lithium-based batteries. Her work focuses
on improving the utilization of the reactive materials in lithium-sulfur batteries. She
also has a minor in public policy.
Gilbert Michaud is an assistant professor of practice at the George V. Voinovich
School of Leadership and Public Affairs at Ohio University, where he primarily
teaches courses in the school’s Master of Public Administration program. His applied
research portfolio focuses on renewable energy policy, electric utilities, state politics,
and economic and workforce development. He holds a PhD in public policy and
administration from the L. Douglas Wilder School of Government and Public Affairs
at Virginia Commonwealth University, as well as a certificate in data analytics from
Cornell University.

Resources for the Future

i

Acknowledgments
The authors would like to thank regional experts who graciously shared their time and
expertise in this case study: Bret Allphin of the Buckeye Hills Regional Council, Sarah
Ballew of Rural Action, Susan Brehm and Dennis Foldenauer of the US Economic
Development Administration, Katy Farber of OhioSE, John Glazer and Faith Knutsen of
Ohio University, Geoff Greenfield of Third Sun Solar, John Hemmings and Jessica
Keeton of the Ohio Valley Regional Development Commission, Alan Knapp and
Jeannette Weirzbicki of the Ohio Mid-Eastern Governments Association, Megan
Riddlebarger of the Corporation for Ohio Appalachian Development, Jesse Roush of
the Southeastern Ohio Port Authority, and Jen Simon of the Appalachian Regional
Commission. We would also like to thank Cindy Winland of the Just Transition Fund,
and Jake Higdon and Susanne Brooks of the Environmental Defense Fund for helpful
comments on an earlier draft of this report.
Cover photo: Steve Buissinne / Pixabay

About RFF
Resources for the Future (RFF) is an independent, nonprofit research institution in
Washington, DC. Its mission is to improve environmental, energy, and natural
resource decisions through impartial economic research and policy engagement.
RFF is committed to being the most widely trusted source of research insights and
policy solutions leading to a healthy environment and a thriving economy.
The views expressed here are those of the individual authors and may differ from
those of other RFF experts, its officers, or its directors.

Abbreviations
ARC
EDA
EPA
LDD
OhioSE
POWER
SEE

Appalachian Regional Commission
US Economic Development Administration
US Environmental Protection Agency
local development district
Ohio Southeast Economic Development
Partnerships for Opportunity and Workforce and Economic Revitalization
Social Enterprise Ecosystem

Federal Economic Development Support for Coal Communities: A Case Study of the Athens, Ohio Region

ii

About EDF
Environmental Defense Fund (EDF) is one of the world’s leading environmental
nonprofit organizations. EDF’s mission is to preserve the natural systems on which
all life depends. Guided by science and economics, EDF finds practical and lasting
solutions to the most serious environmental problems.

About the Project
This report is one in a series of reports prepared by Resources for the Future and
the Environmental Defense Fund that examine policies and programs to promote
fairness for workers and communities in a transition to a low–greenhouse gas
emissions economy, often referred to as a just transition. The first series focuses on
existing public policies and programs, grouped thematically as “tools in the toolbox”
for policymakers seeking effective strategies to address economic challenges
associated with the transition. This report is one of three US-based case studies that
provide detailed information on how federal, state, and local actors can work
together to support a successful transition. Please visit www.rff.org/fairness-forworkers or www.edf.org/ensuring-fairness-workers-clean-economy for more
information, other reports in the series, blog posts, and more.

Sharing Our Work
Our work is available for sharing and adaptation under an AttributionNonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) license. You
can copy and redistribute our material in any medium or format; you must give
appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were made,
and you may not apply additional restrictions. You may do so in any reasonable
manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use. You
may not use the material for commercial purposes. If you remix, transform, or build
upon the material, you may not distribute the modified material. For more
information, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

Resources for the Future

iii

Abstract
The federal government has a variety of policy tools available to support
communities affected by the transition away from coal. This case study examines
whether, and to what extent, federal economic development assistance has
supported the region in and around Athens County, Ohio. This Appalachian region
has a long-standing reliance on coal as an economic driver; however, recent decades
have seen a large decline in regional coal mining, and several large coal-fired power
plants have retired in the last several years. To assess the effectiveness of federal
interventions, we reviewed data on recent discretionary grants and conducted 14
semi-structured interviews with economic development professionals representing
11 local, regional, and national organizations active in the region. Local experts report
that federal grantmaking has been very important to support local economic
development efforts. They emphasized that the most effective interventions are
those that provide flexibility for grantees, minimize administrative burdens, and
incorporate bottom-up community decisionmaking. These findings emphasize the
need for future federal support for workers and communities in transition to align
federal policies with local priorities by engaging deeply and consistently with local
stakeholders.
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1. Introduction
Athens is a city of roughly 25,000 in Athens County, Ohio, part of a hilly region near
the southeastern edge of the state, just west of the Appalachian Mountains. Like
some other parts of Appalachia, Athens County and its surroundings have been
closely tied to a history of natural resource extraction, including coal, timber, natural
gas, and certain metal ores (Ohio History Central n.d.).
Coal mines have been producing in the region since the 1800s (Lasson 1972), but a
variety of factors, led by market forces, have contributed to a sharp downturn in
Appalachian coal production in recent decades (e.g., Gerking and Hamilton 2008;
Aldy et al. 2020; Coglianese et al. 2020). Compounding the effects of these mine
closures, four coal-fired power plants have been retired in the region in recent
decades, and the outlook for coal-fired power generation is uncertain, at best.
Across Ohio, nine plants, representing roughly 10 gigawatts of generation capacity,
have retired since 2010. These changes have led to considerable economic
challenges in and around Athens County, highlighted in recent news reports focused
on employment losses, business closures, and a declining local tax base (Patterson
2019; Morris 2020a, 2020b, 2020c).
Figure 1 illustrates our region of interest, centered on Athens and Athens County,
along with all counties within a two-county radius, or roughly 60 miles from the city
of Athens. Figure 1 also illustrates the almost 400 abandoned mines, eight active and
idled mines, and four active and four retired coal-fired power plants in the region.
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Figure 1. Map of Study Area

Sources: Figure by authors, with data from EIA (2020a), MSHA (2020), Ohio Department of Natural
Resources (2020), and West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection (2020).

Athens County and its neighbors suffer from persistently high rates of poverty. In
recent decades, service-sector employment has expanded, while manufacturing has
declined sharply. From 2001 to 2010, manufacturing employment in the 22-county
region declined from more than 63,000 to less than 40,000, and it has hovered near
that level through 2018 (DOC 2020). In the city of Athens, the presence of Ohio
University has helped support the local economy, although the county’s leading
employment sectors are government and health care (ARC 2020).
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Personal incomes in the region are also consistently lower than Ohio and the US
average, while unemployment rates are consistently higher. The Appalachian
Regional Commission (ARC) has ranked Athens County as economically “distressed”
or “at risk” each year since the early 2000s (ARC 2020), indicating that it is often
among the lowest 10 percent of economic performers. The share of Athens County
residents in poverty has remained well above the state and national average (Figure
2) since the early 2000s.

Figure 2. Share of Residents in Poverty

Source: Ohio Development Services Agency (2019).

In this report, we describe the decline of the coal industry in Athens and the broader
region (Section 2). Next, we examine and characterize recent discretionary federal
grants to the region focused on economic development (Section 3). We then look to
understand local perceptions of these grantmaking efforts through semi-structured
interviews with local stakeholders, focused on economic development professionals
(Section 4). The final sections of the report offer insights to inform federal policy
making (Section 5) and conclusions (Section 6).
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2. The Regional Decline of Coal
Prior to discussing the effects of coal’s downturn in and around Athens County, it is
important to note that the loss of coal jobs is not the only cause of economic
distress in region. The opioid crisis has hit Appalachian Ohio particularly hard
(National Institute on Drug Abuse 2020), and the full human and economic impacts
of COVID-19 remain unknown. However, because our focus is on policies to support
communities affected by changes in the energy system, this report centers on coal.
In addition, because our focus is on federal policy, we do not focus on the various
state and local economic development efforts which often complement or overlap
with federal grantmaking.

2.1. Coal Mining
Commercial coal mining in Ohio began around 1850, growing to a peak of roughly 55
million tons per year in the early 1970s, with the estimated value of coal production
peaking in the mid-1980s at more than $1.2 billion annually (Ohio Department of
Natural Resources 2005). Since that time, both the value and the volume of
production have declined considerably, with 2018 production totaling less than 9
million tons statewide (EIA 2018).
Since 1970, nearly 400 mines have been abandoned (i.e., closed) in our counties of
interest, with the bulk of closures occurring in the late 1970s and early 1980s (Figure
3). At the time of this writing, just two active mines (Buckingham and Orange Strip)
were operating, and three were idled in early 2020 (Dundas Job, Sands Hill Strip, and
Sands Hill Strip 2). A more detailed timeline of regional mine closures, power plant
openings/closures, and other information is provided Appendix Figures A1 and A2.
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Figure 3. Mine Abandonments by Year in the Athens Region

Source: MSHA (2020).

Unsurprisingly, coal mining employment in the region has followed suit, falling from
more than 2,000 in the early 2000s to roughly 500 by 2017 (earlier employment data
are not available). Compounding this challenge, earnings for coal workers are
consistently lower in our counties of interest than coal mine workers in the United
States more broadly. In 2018, the average miner in the Athens region made $69,617,
compared with $80,340 on average for the United States (DOC 2019a, 2019b, 2019c).

2.2. Coal-Fired Power Plants
While the largest employment effects of coal mining occurred in previous decades,
more recent impacts have been driven by the retirement of four coal-fired power
plants in the region since 2010. As previously noted, coal plant closures nationally
have been caused primarily by market forces, although one of the four closures in
the region (the Richard Gorsuch plant) was driven by a legal settlement over Clean
Air Act violations (EPA 2010). The loss of these plants not only reduces employment
directly but also has indirect effects through job losses in related businesses (Jolley
et al. 2019), along with lost tax revenue that supported local governments and school
systems (Patterson 2019).
Four large coal-fired power plants continue to operate in the region. Table 1 lists
these plants, along with the four that have closed since 2010.
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Table 1. Active and Retired Coal Power Plants in the Athens,
Ohio Region
Plant Name

County

Status

Nameplate
Capacity
(Megawatts)

First Energy Pleasants
Power Station

Pleasants County, WV

Active

2,600

Mountaineer

Mason County, WV

Active

1,368

Gavin Power

Gallia County, OH

Active

1,300

Kyger Creek

Gallia County, OH

Active

1,086

Muskingum River Plant

Washington County, OH

Closed 2015

1,375

Philip Sporn Station

Mason County, OH

Closed 2014

1,020

First Energy Willow
Island

Pleasants County, WV

Closed 2012

235

Richard Gorsuch Power
Plant

Washington County, OH

Closed 2010

200

Source: EIA (2015, 2020b).
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3. Federal Economic Development
Efforts
As coal-related economic activity has declined, and as the remaining plants face
considerable uncertainty over their future, a network of local, state, and federal
stakeholders has worked to increase community resilience and support local
economic development. In this section, we examine discretionary federal economic
development grants made to the region over the last two decades.
To understand how the federal government 1 has looked to support local economic
development in the region, we examined federal grants with an explicit focus on
economic development, accessing data through multiple sources (e.g., EDA 2019;
USAspending 2020). Since our primary interest is in how federal support can be
selectively targeted to support local economic development in struggling regions,
we focused on grants that are awarded on a discretionary basis.
Following these criteria, we include grants from the US Department of Agriculture,
the US Economic Development Administration (EDA), the ARC, the POWER
(Partnerships for Opportunity and Workforce and Economic Revitalization) Initiative,
and several others. For a review of major federal economic development programs
and how they may play a role in supporting fossil energy communities, see Raimi et
al. (2020).
As shown in Figure 4, the large majority of grant dollars have flowed from the US
Department of Agriculture (particularly its Rural Utilities and Rural Cooperative
services) to support infrastructure development such as solid waste management,
sewer, water, and others. Though not directly providing economic development
programming, these grants for essential infrastructure can help establish the basic
conditions for local economies to grow.
The EDA, ARC, and POWER Initiative have, respectively, granted $22 million, $18
million, and $12 million to the region since 2002. The majority of the funding from the
EDA and ARC has gone to infrastructure planning and development, with smaller
shares supporting regional economic development planning, entrepreneurship, and
workforce development. The EDA’s regional economic development efforts have
focused on developing a comprehensive economic development strategy, led by the
As noted above, we recognize that a variety of local, state, and other actors play a role in
supporting economic development. However, we choose to keep a narrow focus on federal
efforts to better inform federal policymaking.
1
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Buckeye Hills Regional Council. The POWER Initiative, which began making grants in
2015, has focused more on entrepreneurship and workforce development, with just
32 percent of grant awards supporting infrastructure.

Figure 4. Federal Economic Development Grants, 2002-2020 (Millions)
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One of the leading recipients of non-infrastructure grants has been Ohio University,
which often acts as a routing point for federal funds, collaborating with numerous
regional organizations to implement projects. Larger institutions such as Ohio
University are well positioned to administer federal grants, which often include
substantial reporting and financial requirements. For smaller organizations, including
some of the local economic development entities represented in our interviews (see
Section 4), these administrative requirements can pose a barrier to entry for some
federal grants.
Brownfield remediation grants, administered by the US Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) and awarded to local port authorities or city governments, can also
help support local economies by remediating polluted sites and allowing for future
development (Raimi 2020). From 2002 to 2017, EPA awarded the region $2.9 million
for various brownfield assessment and cleanup cooperative agreements.
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4. Key Stakeholder Interviews
To better understand how the decline of coal and subsequent federal efforts to
support regional development have affected economic conditions in the Athens
region, we conducted 14 semi-structured interviews with professionals from 11
different organizations working on local economic development. These included
experts from local development districts (LDDs), nonprofits with a focus on regional
development, elected officials, business leaders, university researchers focused on
local economic development, and federal grantmaking institutions.
The objective of these interviews was to assess the effects of the regional downturn
of coal, along with the effects of federal grantmaking to support regional economic
development. Each interview began with uniform questions about economic
development challenges in the region, followed by questions about the effectiveness
of different federal grantmaking processes, with specific questions tailored to the
expertise of the individual and their organization.
In this section, we distill key insights from these interviews, focused on three key
topics: characterizing local economic development challenges (4.1), describing
grantmaking strategies that interviewees found most effective (4.2), and assessing
the local role of federal grantmaking for economic development (4.3).

4.1. Economic Development Challenges
The Athens region currently faces multiple challenges regarding sustainable
economic development. Here, we describe two key themes highlighted by our
interviewees: (1) limited access to building sites and quality infrastructure, and (2)
administrative capacity to solicit and administer major federal grants.

4.1.1. Lack of Building Sites with Ready Infrastructure
According to our interviewees, numerous factors have made it difficult for new
businesses to locate in the Athens region despite federal, state, and local efforts.
First, the hills and mountains that characterize the region make building more
expensive than it might be on flatter land. Second, many possible building sites lack
access to key infrastructure such as water and sewer lines, broadband internet, and
transportation networks. Third, many suitable sites were previously developed and
were left as brownfields that would require costly remediation before future use.
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Along with the general challenge of a struggling regional economy, access to
modern infrastructure was cited as the most significant challenge in attracting new
businesses to the region. In some cases, federal grants have helped support the
extension of sewer lines or broadband internet, but our interviewees indicated that
considerable gaps remain in access to these networks.
The lack of broadband in rural areas was cited by nearly all interviewees as one of
the key barriers to attracting investment. A recent report from the Buckeye Hills
Regional Council found that 75 percent of its eight-county region lacked access to
broadband. Despite this lack of access, the report states, many areas are ineligible
for federal grants that would help expand broadband because maps developed by
the Federal Communications Commission overstate the degree of existing
broadband coverage (Buckeye Hills Regional Council 2019). If federal data on
broadband access and other issues are inaccurate, it could indicate a broader
challenge to deploying resources where they are most needed, whether in the
Athens region and elsewhere.

4.1.2. Administrative Capacity
Interviewees described several challenges associated with successfully
administering federal grants that can help support local economic development.
Smaller organizations seeking small- to medium-size federal grants highlighted
several key challenges. First, it was often difficult to find matching funds, 2 which are
required for certain grant types. Second, navigating the grantmaking process was
challenging during the grant-writing, implementation, and reporting stages. Third,
federal grantmaking priorities did not always align with local priorities, sometimes
steering potential grantees away from the projects that they believed would be most
effective.
For larger organizations that have considerable administrative capacity and that
have prior experience working with federal grantmaking agencies, these issues have
been less of a challenge. In many cases, local businesses or economic development
entities do not access federal funding directly, but instead receive financial support
or technical training through a larger organization such as the Ohio University
Innovation Center, which has been supported by discretionary federal grants. These
local partnerships were cited by our interviewees as a strength of the regional

“Matching funds” are funds that a grantee is required to raise in addition to the funds
received through the primary grant. For example, a hypothetical grantee may be required to
raise $20,000 to receive a hypothetical grant of $80,000.

2
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economic development community, but did not obviate the barriers faced by smaller
organizations when seeking to access federal grants directly.
Finally, some interviewees critiqued federal grantmaking organizations for a lack of
internal consistency. For example, different agencies had different requirements in
terms of timelines, matching funds, and reporting metrics. These varying
requirements added to the administrative burden for local organizations and
suggests that future federal efforts could better coordinate application processes
and requirements across agencies.

4.2. Identifying Effective Grantmaking Strategies
Interviewees further identified several broad strategies that have been—and that
they believe will be—most effective in supporting regional economic growth in and
around Athens.

4.2.1. Tailoring to Local Needs and Strengths
Our interviewees emphasized the notion that economic development in
southeastern Ohio will look very different from economic development in urban
centers such as Cleveland or Columbus. They described it as unlikely that a large
manufacturing facility would choose to locate in the region, and that promoting small
businesses and entrepreneurs would likely be a more successful approach. Local
organizations such as Rural Action and the Buckeye Hills Regional Council take this
approach by catalyzing innovation hubs and supporting programs that can give local
entrepreneurs the skills they need to build and sustain small businesses.
Similarly, interviewees repeatedly spoke of the need for a “bottom-up” approach to
community revitalization. Federal efforts would be most successful if they work
closely with local organizations to support appropriately sized and well-targeted
grants. Along with the fact that local experts will have better knowledge of their
specific circumstances, our interviewees repeated that there was considerable
skepticism of the federal government across the region. This means that economic
development efforts not only needed to be “bottom-up” in practice, but that they
also needed to be perceived as being driven by local individuals and organizations.
The ARC and the POWER Initiative were repeatedly mentioned as successfully
embodying this approach.
One such example comes from Rural Action, an Ohio organization that uses federal
funds to support locally tailored programs. Often, organizations like Rural Action are
awarded federal funds and then deliver programming that recipients perceived to be
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local. Additionally, small businesses applying for federal grants such as the Rural
Energy for America Program often need help understanding the complex application
process. Organizations like Rural Action step in with technical assistance to help
businesses win these grants.

4.2.2. Building an Economic Development “Ecosystem”
Broadly speaking, the “ecosystem approach” to local economic development focuses
on developing a community-based network of businesses and innovation by
fostering education and empowerment. Unlike the more traditional form of economic
development that focuses on attracting one large “anchor” business, the ecosystem
approach involves building up a local networks and supply chains to create local
industries that complement one another. This approach includes nonprofits helping
businesses apply for grants, innovation hubs helping local citizens scale up their
ideas, and an emphasis on building the full supply chain for an industry within the
region.
A recent report from the ARC described the Athens region as an exemplar of the
ecosystem approach (ARC 2018), highlighting the extensive collaboration among the
network of economic development organizations around Athens. One prominent
example is a regional wood-product cluster that attracts multiple businesses at
different points in the supply chain. This includes forestry and logging companies,
furniture manufacturers, pulp and paper producers, mills, and others.
Although the cluster offers employment opportunities and contributes billions of
dollars to the local economy, a recent analysis suggested that wood-product wages
in the region were lower than the statewide average. This difference reflects the fact
that many of the companies involved in the Athens cluster sit lower on the value
chain than other companies in Ohio (Michaud and Jolley 2019). Despite these
shortcomings, the cluster is largely seen as a success due to its local employment
and economic benefits.
Our interviewees pointed to several other examples of economic ecosystems that
they viewed as successful, if more modest than the wood products cluster. One such
effort, the Social Enterprise Ecosystem (SEE), is a partnership of local economic
development organizations and experts led by Ohio University, and provides
specialized consulting for social enterprises seeking technical assistance and access
to funding (Voinovich School of Leadership and Public Affairs 2019). By making use
of the innovation hub and local networks at Ohio University, SEE has helped launch
dozens of start-ups with a local social focus.
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4.2.3. The Importance of Local Planning
A theme that emerged frequently in our interviews was the need for communities to
plan for economic development. Planning can help a community take advantage of
an opportunity (e.g., attracting a new business interested in locating in the region)
when it arises. Executing such as strategy requires dedicated and trained economic
development officers, as well as a clear plan for community revitalization developed
with a broad array of stakeholders.
Where they occur, plans are developed by LDDs and informed by extensive
community input, often supported by federal planning grants administered by the
EDA. Our interviewees from LDDs expressed the notion that projects based on a
community-driven plan tended to be more successful than those that were not part
of a considered planning process. For example, several counties in the region have
implemented planning programs that identify and pre-develop sites that would be
well-suited for new businesses. This planning enables local economic development
officers to make it easier for businesses to locate in their jurisdictions by quickly
directing them to suitable building sites.

4.3. The Role of Federal Grantmaking
Interviewees generally described federal grants as being very important for local
economic development, while also suggesting several areas for improvement.

4.3.1. Federal Funds Play an Essential Role in Local Economic
Development
Officials at local economic development organizations consistently described federal
funds as being essential to support their work. 3 Although several noted that it would
be useful to have additional resources, one local economic development professional
said, “In most communities, if there isn’t a grant, there isn’t a project.”
At the same time, as noted in Section 4.1.2, many interviewees noted challenges
associated with the federal grantmaking process, particularly burdensome
administrative requirements. Interviewees also noted that they often needed to
shape their project proposals to fit predefined federal priorities, rather than seeking
funding that local stakeholders viewed as most promising.

Unfortunately, it was beyond the scope of this analysis to gather and analyze sufficient data
to quantify the role of federal economic development grants relative to other public and
private sources.

3
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4.3.2. Effective Federal Efforts Adapt to Local Contexts
As noted above, some local economic development organizations have difficulty
administering federal grants. In addition, some interviewees expressed concerns that
the priorities of federal grantmaking agencies did not always match local priorities.
For instance, projects to promote local tourism and support local small businesses
are often ineligible for federal economic development grants, but these are
important priorities for some local economic development organizations. Similarly,
our interviewees stated that some federal grantmaking agencies focus on attracting
“anchor” businesses such as manufacturers or similarly large projects, but that
attracting these investments would not be the most effective strategy for the
Athens region.
A more successful approach, many interviewees suggested, would be to tailor grant
opportunities directly to local priorities and to support emerging local ecosystems. In
addition, some voiced a preference for a broader definition of “economic
development,” such that federal grants could support community needs such as
childcare and public transportation.
Many of our interviewees credited the ARC for successfully tailoring its
interventions to local needs, particularly its request for proposal process, which
emphasizes local relationships and convening different groups to foster
collaboration between local organizations. These programmatic elements reflect the
ARC’s goals of being flexible and working with organizations beyond handing out
funds. The POWER Initiative, administered in part by the ARC, was also praised for
its consistent engagement with local stakeholders, leading to grants that were
viewed by our interviewees as well-targeted and responsive to community needs.
Finally, some officials noted challenges with successfully delivering projects and
services. One challenge has been finding providers to build broadband networks,
even when subsidies are available. For example, no providers submitted bids to build
these networks in Appalachian Ohio during a 2018 reverse auction held by the
Federal Communications Commission despite considerable subsidies (Crosby and
Reid 2019).

4.3.3. The Importance of Coordination and Local Networks
Interviewees repeatedly stressed the value of well-coordinated local networks,
including public and nonprofit economic development organizations, business
owners, private foundations, and representatives from federal grantmaking agencies.
Some federal efforts, particularly those of the ARC, seek to foster these networks
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through convenings and grants that require collaboration between multiple
organizations.
The primary benefit of this coordination is that different organizations can leverage
their particular areas of expertise to attract and retain small businesses, win federal
grants, and develop ecosystems of complementary businesses. Federal grants have
been instrumental in helping to build these networks in the Athens region and have
enabled larger efforts that any individual organization could not have carried out
alone. One such example is the Chesterhill Produce Auction, the passion project of a
local couple. The auction matches local growers and food producers with local
restaurants and stores. Based on similar models in the Amish and Mennonite
communities, the Chesterhill auction was built in collaboration with the Amish
community, Ohio University, Rural Action, and funding from state grants (The
Voinovich School of Leadership and Public Affairs 2010).
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5. Insights and Implications for Federal
Policy
From our analysis of the Athens region’s economic history, its current conditions,
and the input from our semi-structured interviews, here we distill several key
insights that are relevant for can help inform federal economic development
policymaking in the context of an energy transition.
•

•

•

•

•

•
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Athens County and many of its neighbors have struggled economically for
decades, and recovery is unlikely to be swift. Nonetheless, federal efforts
are viewed favorably by most of the local economic development
professionals we interviewed, and an expanded federal role would be
welcomed.
However, our interviewees expressed the notion that federal efforts will be
most successful if they support local priorities rather than take a “topdown” approach. Economic development programming not only needs to be
“bottom-up” in practice, but also needs to be perceived as being driven by
local individuals and organizations. Such perceptions are likely to increase
uptake of federally-funded efforts.
One approach to addressing the needs of more rural communities is by
“right-sizing” funding opportunities to support small business
development. In some cases, this can be accomplished through local
partnerships between anchor institutions (in the Athens region, this role is
often played by Ohio University) and potential grantees with less
experience and administrative capacity.
Reducing the administrative burden for grantees can reduce barriers to
entry, particularly for small- to medium-sized organizations. Federal
agencies could seek to simplifying and standardize application and
reporting processes.
Many grantees expressed a desire for the federal government to invest
additional resources in community development efforts, which incorporate
a broader set of activities than traditional economic development. These
efforts include increasing access to affordable childcare or public
transportation that can support local workers and entrepreneurs, regardless
of their industry.
Accurate data are essential. According to local analysis, efforts to expand
broadband internet have been hampered by inaccurate federal maps that
overstate the extent of local access. If this issue occurs in other regions and
across multiple data types, it will not be possible to direct federal resources
where they are most needed.
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6. Conclusion
Over the last several decades, the Appalachian region around Athens, Ohio has
experienced major economic challenges associated with the decline of coal, with
high rates of poverty and unemployment. To provide new opportunities in the
region, local economic development professionals, business leaders, and others have
embraced an ecosystem approach, seeking to build a network of reinforcing
organizations and supply chains to support economic clusters. Federal funding has
helped support these efforts; however, semi-structured interviews with 14 local
stakeholders revealed several areas for potential improvement.
The key message from these interviews is that grants could be improved by more
closely aligning with local—rather than federal—priorities and by reducing
administrative burdens. Interviewees highlighted the ARC and the POWER Initiative
as two grantmaking programs that largely reflect this approach.

Federal Economic Development Support for Coal Communities: A Case Study of the Athens, Ohio Region

18

References
Aldy, Joseph E., Maximillian Auffhammer, Maureen L. Cropper, Arthur G. Fraas, and Richard D.
Morgenstern. 2020. Looking Back at Fifty Years of the Clean Air Act. Working Paper 2001. Washington, DC: Resources for the Future.
https://www.rff.org/publications/working-papers/looking-back-at-fifty-years-ofthe-clean-air-act/.
ARC (Appalachian Regional Commission). 2018. Ecosystem Development Case Studies.
Entrepreneurial Ecosystems in Appalachia.
https://www.arc.gov/report/entrepreneurial-ecosystems-in-appalachia. Accessed
12/30/2020.
———. 2020. Socioeconomic Data: Athens County, Ohio. Accessed via
https://data.arc.gov/data on 12/30/2020.
Buckeye Hills Regional Council. 2019. Ohio Broadband Efforts: Observations and
Suggestions—Executive Summary.
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5bcf4ef5b2cf79f60ff09deb/t/5dd840f70f1d7
8717703d0d5/1574453617635/4+BHRC+Comments+on+Ohio+Broadband+19+Novem
ber+2019+final.pdf.
Coglianese, John, Todd D. Gerarden, and James H. Stock. 2020. The Effects of Fuel Prices,
Environmental Regulations, and Other Factors on U.S. Coal Production, 2008–2016. The
Energy Journal 41 (1). https://doi.org/10.5547/01956574.41.1.jcog.
Crosby, Misty, and Tom Reid. 2019. Cracking the Broadband Puzzle in Appalachia.
Presentation from Buckeye Hills Regional Council and Reid Consulting.
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5bcf4ef5b2cf79f60ff09deb/t/5df920183e87d
e4682d1e517/1576607798500/BHRC-Read-Out-Deck-9-Dec-2019-Printed.pdf.
DOC (US Department of Commerce). 2019a. Mining, Including Oil & Gas—Combined Area.
Census Bureau, County Business Patterns. Washington, DC: DOC. Reported in
Headwaters Economics’ Economic Profile System.
https://headwaterseconomics.org/eps.
———. 2019b. Mining, Including Oil & Gas—Ohio. Census Bureau, County Business Patterns.
Washington, DC: DOC. Reported in Headwaters Economics’ Economic Profile System.
https://headwaterseconomics.org/eps.
———. 2019c. Mining, Including Oil & Gas—United States. Census Bureau, County Business
Patterns. Reported in Headwaters Economics’ Economic Profile System. Washington,
DC: DOC. https://headwaterseconomics.org/eps.
———. 2020. Socioeconomic Measures—Combined Area. Washington, DC: DOC. 2019.
Bureau of Economic Analysis, Regional Economic Accounts, Washington, DC: US
Department of Labor. 2020. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment
Statistics, Washington, DC: US Department of Labor. Accessed via Headwaters
Economics’ Economic Profile System. https://headwaterseconomics.org/eps.
EDA (US Economic Development Administration). 2019. FY 2019 EDA Disaster Supplemental.
https://www.grants.gov/web/grants/view-opportunity.html?oppId=319126.

Resources for the Future

19

EIA (US Energy Information Agency). 2015. Annual Electric Generator Report.
https://www.eia.gov/electricity/data/eia860/.
———. 2018. Ohio—Rankings: Coal Production, 2018. Washington, DC: EIA.
https://www.eia.gov/state/rankings/?sid=OH#series/48.
———. 2020a. Form EIA-860 Detailed Data with Previous Form Data (EIA-860A/860B).
Washington, DC: EIA. https://www.eia.gov/electricity/data/eia860/.
———. 2020b. U.S. Energy Mapping System. https://www.eia.gov/state/maps.php.
EPA (US Environmental Protection Agency). 2010. American Municipal Power Clean Air Act
Settlement. https://www.epa.gov/enforcement/american-municipal-power-clean-airact-settlement.
Gerking, Shelby, and Stephen F. Hamilton. 2008. What Explains the Increased Utilization of
Powder River Basin Coal in Electric Power Generation? American Journal of Agricultural
Economics 90 (4): 933–950. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8276.2008.01147.x.
Jolley, G. Jason, Christelle Khalaf, Gilbert Michaud, and Austin M. Sandler. 2019. The
Economic, Fiscal, and Workforce Impacts of Coal-Fired Power Plant Closures in
Appalachian Ohio. Regional Science Policy & Practice 11 (2): 403–422.
https://doi.org/10.1111/rsp3.12191.
Lasson, Kenneth. 1972. A History of Appalachian Coal Mines. In Legal Problems of Coal Mine
Reclamation: A Study in Maryland, Ohio, Pennsylvania and West Virginia, 3–18.
Washington, DC: US Govt. Printing Office.
Michaud, Gilbert, and G. Jason Jolley. 2019. Economic Contribution of Ohio’s Wood Industry
Cluster: Identifying Opportunities in the Appalachian Region. Review of Regional Studies
49 (1): 149–171.
Morris, Conor. 2020a. Former Buchtel Mayor Recalls His Years of Coal Mining. Athens News.
January 29. https://www.athensnews.com/news/local/former-buchtel-mayor-recallshis-years-of-coal-mining/article_d11525fe-42c6-11ea-a30b-574174acac72.html.
———. 2020b. When Coal Ruled Our Region. Athens News. January 1.
https://www.athensnews.com/news/local/when-coal-ruled-ourregion/article_37a33476-2bf4-11ea-bc53-c7d27e952bf9.html.
———. 2020c. When the Meigs Mines Closed. Athens News. January 15.
https://www.athensnews.com/news/local/when-the-meigs-minesclosed/article_7419cdd0-37ce-11ea-a626-7bda4afe998c.html.
MSHA (Mine Safety and Health Administration). 2020. Mine Data Retrieval System. US
Department of Labor. https://www.msha.gov/mine-data-retrieval-system.
National Institute on Drug Abuse. 2020. Opioid Summaries by State.
https://www.drugabuse.gov/drug-topics/opioids/opioid-summaries-by-state.
Ohio Department of Natural Resources. 2005. History of Coal Mining in Ohio. GeoFacts No.
14. Division of Geological Survey. https://www.ohiocoal.com/downloads/history-ohiocoal-mining.pdf.
———. 2020. Mines of Ohio. https://gis.ohiodnr.gov/MapViewer/?config=OhioMines.

Federal Economic Development Support for Coal Communities: A Case Study of the Athens, Ohio Region

20

Ohio Development Services Agency. 2019. The Ohio Poverty Report.
https://www.development.ohio.gov/files/research/p7005.pdf.
Ohio History Central. n.d. Appalachia. Accessed June 9, 2020.
https://ohiohistorycentral.org/w/Appalachia.
Patterson, Brittany. 2019. Powering Down: Ohio Community Reckons with Coal Plant Closure.
Ohio Valley ReSource. May 31. https://ohiovalleyresource.org/2019/05/31/poweringdown-ohio-community-reckons-with-coal-plant-closure/.
Raimi, Daniel. 2020. Environmental Remediation and Infrastructure Policies Supporting
Workers and Communities in Transition. Report 20-11. Washington, DC: Resources for
the Future. https://www.rff.org/publications/reports/environment-infrastructurefairness-workers-communities/.
Raimi, Daniel, Wesley Look, Molly Robertson, and Jake Higdon. 2020. Economic Development
Policies to Enable Fairness for Workers and Communities in Transition. Report 20-08.
Washington, DC: Resources for the Future.
https://www.rff.org/publications/reports/economic-development-fairness-workerscommunities/.
USAspending. 2020. USAspending.gov. Washington, DC: US Government.
Voinovich School of Leadership and Public Affairs. 2019. Social Enterprise Ecosystem
Program Enables the Triple Bottom Line: People, Planet and Profit. Ohio University. July
5. https://www.ohio.edu/voinovich-school/news-resources/news/social-enterpriseecosystem-program-enables-triple-bottom-line-people-planet.
Voinovich School of Leadership and Public Affairs. 2010. Chesterhill Produce Auction: A Rural
Appalachia Case Story. Ohio University. https://ruralaction.org/wpcontent/uploads/2020/09/2011_CPA_casestudy-ordered.pdf.
West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection. 2020. GIS Data.
https://tagis.dep.wv.gov/site/GISData.

Resources for the Future

21

Appendix: Regional Timelines
Figure A1 illustrates key points in the regional history of the coal industry and
economic development since the middle of the twentieth century. The light blue
circles at the center of the figure illustrate the opening of new coal-fired electric
generating units, scaled by size. The Willow Island coal-fired power plant, the first of
the modern coal plants to open in the Athens region, opened in 1949. Over the next
decade, three more units opened at the plant. New plants continued to open in the
area through the 1980s, eventually reaching 9,184 megawatts in operation. The gray
circles at the bottom of the timeline indicate the number of mines that closed in a
given year. The largest number (55) closed in 1979, followed by a large number of
closures in the 1980s. Data on mine closings prior to 1970 are not available.
At the top of the figure are founding dates for regional organizations focused on
economic development and citizen advocacy. These organizations, many of which
were represented among those we interviewed for this case study, include the
Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC, 1965), Hocking-Athens-Perry Community
Action (HAPCAP, 1965), the Ohio Valley Regional Development Commission
(OVRDC, 1967), the Corporation for Ohio Appalachian Development (COAD, 1971),
the Ohio University (OU) Innovation Center (1983), the Appalachian Center for
Economic Networks (ACENet, 1985), the Foundation for Appalachian Ohio (1988),
Eastern Ohio Development Alliance (EODA, 1990), and Rural Action (1991).
In recent years, regional coal mine closures have continued, but the larger economic
impact has come from the closure of coal-fired power plants. At the same time,
federal grantmaking organizations have invested considerable funds into local
infrastructure and other economic development efforts (Section 3). Figure A2
illustrates each of these trends. Federal grants are shown at the top of the figure,
represented with green circles sized by the amount of funds awarded that year.
In the middle of the timeline, blue circles indicate coal-fired power plant retirements.
The size of the circle reflects the capacity of the plant that was taken offline in a
given year. At the bottom of the figure, the yellow circles indicate the number of coal
mines that closed or were idled each year. Only a few mines closed or were idled
each year, with a maximum of five. Finally, the figure notes the establishment of the
Appalachian Partnership for Economic Growth (APEG, now known as Ohio Southeast
Economic Development, or OhioSE). OhioSE is the local partner of JobsOhio, an
organization created by the state government in 2011 to promote economic
development and employment opportunities in Ohio.
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Figure A1. Timeline of Coal-Fired Power Plant Openings, Coal Mine
Closures, and Establishment of Regional Economic Development
Organizations

Figure A2. Recent History of Coal-Fired Power Plant Closures, Coal Mine
Closures, Federal Grants, and Important Recent Events in the Athens
Region
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